Should I get a flu shot?
When we apply these skills to a health context, such as reading a nutrition label or getting a flu shot, it's called health literacy. Health literacy is more than being able to read or write. Health literacy is a constellation of skills including listening, analytical, and decision-making skills, and the ability to apply these skills to health situations. 
"The biggest barrier is realizing it is not just about reading and writing about health. It is

Why is Health Literacy Important?
Studies show that nearly 9 out of 10 adults may lack the skills needed to manage their health and prevent disease (2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy Study). The problem of limited health literacy has been found to be even greater for older adults, those with limited education, minorities, the poor, and those with limited English proficiency. In its 2004 report, Health Literacy: a Prescription to End Confusion, the Institute of Medicine (IOM) noted that adults with limited health literacy report less knowledge about their medical condition and treatment, worse health status, less understanding and use of preventive services, and a higher rate of hospitalization. Limited health literacy affects people's ability to:
• Understand instructions on prescription drug bottles and nutrition labels • Understand how to locate and access affordable health care for themselves and their children.
• Recognize bias in health information reported by the media (e.g. pharmaceutical sponsors)
For health professionals, health literacy requires an organized and systematic approach to ensure our health messages, programs, services, and policies are accessible and easy-to-use by the intended audience. Health professionals and the media often make assumptions about the level of skill and knowledge of the intended audience. Often times, the skills required to complete a task do not match the skills, knowledge, and experiences of the intended audience. While many individual factors contribute to limited health literacy, changing the way health professionals provide health information and services offers the best opportunity for improvement. Poor understanding by the public often comes from:
• Use of technical and medical terminology in public communications (e.g., use of cardiovascular disease instead of heart disease; and use of the term sodium instead of salt)
• Inclusion of statistics or terms that audiences find confusing to explain risk (e.g., high prevalence of stroke among older adults instead of a large number of older adults have had a stroke).
• Relying on an inappropriate mode of communication (e.g., print materials for persons with limited reading skills).
• Focusing on awareness and information rather than action and behavior (e.g., explaining consequences of uncontrolled glucose vs. steps to take to control uncontrolled glucose)
• Limited targeting of information and interventions to diverse cultural preferences and practices (e.g., healthy eating tips would differ for African American and Hispanic groups due to cultural preferences).
The Latest in Health Literacy
Health literacy research dates back to the 1960's with a significant focus on written materials. The field continues to grow with new areas of interest. Today, leaders in the fields of public health and adult education are shifting the focus from the hospital to the community to improve how people understand and use health information in their daily lives. New evidence-based strategies to address health literacy and public health literacy are emerging from the fields of communication, healthcare, public health, and adult education including:
• Evaluating numeracy as a critical skill for health communication. Numeracy skills are essential for understanding nutrition labels and terms such as prevalence, normal, and risk.
• Exploring the health environment to measure how organizations provide services (i.e., patient navigation, signage) and how health literacy is incorporated into their organizational goals.
• Determining whether health literacy interventions at a younger age will change the health trajectories of adults.
• Studying how health professionals speak and listen to their audience and how they assess comprehension.
Health Literacy is a complex issue with numerous contributing factors. Further research is needed to establish standards of practice for health care providers and communicators.
"Make health literacy a meaningful part of practice. Acknowledge that is it crucial to our work and allow it its rightful place at the table." --Ruth Parker, MD, Professor of Medicine, Emory University
Ten Tips for Health Marketing and Communication Practitioners
Whether you are designing and delivering public information campaigns, conducting community outreach and education, providing local services such as immunizations or restaurant inspections, and/or issuing warnings or alerts, the following are practical tips for improving health literacy.
1. Health literacy is a two way street. In all outreach efforts, aim for shared understanding between you (public health professional) and the public. Don't assume everyone will understand your messages and/or how to manage their health. For example, if you want to include an illustration in your campaign materials, make sure to test it with your audience to ensure they understand its intended meaning.
2. Know your audience. Take an audience-centered approach. Who will do what differently as a result of your program/service? Who can you influence most effectively? What do they care about? What do they struggle with? Take time to learn about your audience and develop materials and programs accordingly. Avoid the one-size-fits-all approach. For example, older adults tend to rely on their health care providers to make medical decisions on their behalf. Therefore, health care providers may be an important audience to consider as a channel for reaching older adults with health information.
3. Involve your target audience. When members of the target audience participate in designing and testing communication, outcomes are more successful, including those for people with limited health literacy. Ask for feedback from your intended audience on everything you do from choosing the right words, colors, and visuals for a brochure to piloting a new training program or service.
4. Don't stop at rewriting materials. Health literacy is more than testing readability levels. Assessing whether your audience can actually apply and use your information is the important part. 
